redundancy. Should such a procedure be added to the toolkit of policy makers and decision analysis?
To briefly illustrate the advantages and limitations of their methods, consider the following (hypothetical) advice for choosing appropriate contraception: &dquo;For all women under 35, the combined pill is acceptable (A). However, for women over 35 who smoke, the combined pill entails a high risk of thromboembolism, and barrier methods or the progesterone-only pill should be used (B). For lactating women, the progesteroneonly pill is recommended (C).&dquo; We may convert this into a decision table (table 1) . The tabulation makes clear that there is 1) inconsistency-for rows 1, 5, and 6 we have two conflicting pieces of advice; 2) incompleteness-there is no advice given for row 4, the nonsmoking, non-lactating woman over 35. The example is trivial; most real examples would be more complex, and hence such flaws more difficult to detect.
As this example illustrates, the decision table is an essential tool for checking completeness and consistency. However, this is clearly insufficient-we may be completely and consistently wrong. The other additional ingredient needed is to decide what is the best (i.e., maximum utility) action for each row of the inconsistencies or are incomplete, and hence whether routine checks are generally worth the effort. A more attractive alternative may be to use them as an integral part of the process rather than as an post-policy check. This is what software engineers have done for decades: during systems analysis decision tables help simplify and clarify complex decisions, and thus avoid embarrassing inconsistencies and verify completeness so that users with unusual conditions are not left suspended. This is clearly more essential for major policy statements, such as the results of consensus conferences.
